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Previously: 

The galaxy is reeling following the 
Nihil’s devastating attack on the 
Republic Fair on Valo. Chaos reigns 
as the anarchistic marauders make 
their presence felt in systems far and 
wide, while Starlight Beacon is called 
into action as a hub for the Republic’s 
coordinated mission to strike back.... 


elko Jahen 

let out a long 
breath as 

she closed 

the channel 
to Starlight 
Beacon’s main 
control hub. 
She had just 
overseen yet another deployment of 
Jedi Vectors, the third of the day, the 
sleek fighters encased in the triangular 
hyperframes that would allow them 
to make the jump to lightspeed. The 
drift, commanded by Frozian Jedi 
Nooranbakarakana, was speeding to 
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collapse in a heap on her bunk. Perhaps 
she could grab a quick caf from the 
concourse before the next crisis hit. 
The trill of her comlink told her that 
wasn’t going to happen. 

“Jahen here,” she said, trying to keep 
the weariness from her voice as she 
answered the call. 

“Administrator, are you busy?” 

Velko tried not to sigh audibly at the 
sound of Ghal Tarpfen, the Beacon’s 
Head of Republic Security. What a 
question to open with. Who wasn’t busy 
these days? 

“What do you need, Chief?” 

“There’s a... fracas happening in 
Hangar Bay Four.” 

“A ‘fracas?’” 

“Can you swing by? Like, now?” 

Velko pinched the bridge of her 
nose. A headache was forming behind 
her eyes. 

“Can’t anyone—” 

The Mon Cal didn’t let her finish. “I’d 
go, but I’m processing Nihil prisoners 
brought in by Firebird Squadron.” 


argument between a visiting spacer and 
a very particular Trandoshan. Jedi were 
supposed to be calm and controlled at 
all times, but there was no mistaking 
the outrage on Master Sskeer’s green 
face. When Velko saw him, the hulking 
Trandoshan was ripping the lids off 
packing crates with his sole arm, the 
other—although now growing back— 
having been lost in battle before Velko 
arrived on Starlight. Sskeer was known 
to be a force to be reckoned with at 

the best of times, but the situation was 
made oh-so-much worse by the fact that 
Velko recognized not just the ship the 
Trandoshan was standing in front of, 
but the trader he was arguing with. 

“Vane?” 

The last time she had seen Vane 
Sarpo, the Vuman had been covered in 
mud from the battlefields of Soikan, a 
599-repeating blaster in his hands and 
a gash bleeding heavily above his left 
eye. Now only a ghost of a scar remained 
on his forehead, and his filthy combat 
fatigues were replaced by a luxurious silk 


LIFE HADN’T EXACTLY BEEN QUIET SINCE VELKO’S 
POSTING TO THE BEACON, BUT THE LAST FEW 
MONTHS HAD BORDERED ON MAYHEM. 


assist Marshal Kriss, who was currently 
engaged in a battle with Nihil raiders 
in the Magaveene system. 

Life hadn’t exactly been quiet since 
Velko’s posting to the Beacon, but 
the last few months had bordered on 
mayhem. Operation: Counterstrike was 
the official response to the atrocity on 
Valo, where the Nihil had razed the 
Republic Fair to the ground. Starlight 
was in the thick of the action, the 
launchpad of dozens of missions to flush 
the Nihil out wherever they were hiding. 
Velko’s days—as well as most of her 
nights—were now spent coordinating 
various attacks, largely acting as a liaison 
between the Jedi and assorted Republic 
Defense Coalition forces. She’d thrived 
at first, the heightened emotions on the 
station reminding her of her previous 
life in the trenches of Soika, but now the 
adrenalin was starting to run thin. Now 
she was tired to her bones. 

Velko checked her chrono. It would 
be another four hours until she could 
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“How’s that going?” 

“Good,” Tarpfen replied. “I’m only 
two dozen behind schedule, which is 
better than yesterday. The last thing I 
need is to hotfoot it all the way over to 
bay four...” 

“When I’m in the next section.” 

“You got it. I would say please but--” 

Velko couldn’t help but smile. “But 
it gives you a rash.” 

“That and grilled ormachek. So 
can you?” 

Velko’s relationship with Ghal had 
been rocky at first, but the two had 
become closer of late, thrown together 
by the crisis following Valo. She wouldn’t 
say they were friends yet, but they were 
heading in that direction. 

“Ym on my way,” she said, making 
for the doors. “But you owe me one.” 


KKK 


Oh, how Tarpfen owed het... 
The ‘fracas’ turned out to be an 


shirt that perfectly matched the color 

of the electric blue tattoos that covered 
his face, the elaborate pattern of lines 
and symbols having grown considerably 
since they’d last met. 

“Velko!” Vane exclaimed, his dark 
eyes lighting up when he saw her. “Velko 
Jahen. What in Vuma’s name are you 
doing here?” 

“T thought the uniform would be 
a clue,” she said, crossing her arms. 

“Tt certainly suits you,” he said, 
looking her up and down. The old 
Sarpo charisma was still there, although 
many—including Dagni, Velko’s closest 
confidante back in the Liberation Force— 
had considered it rather more smarm 
than charm. 

“You know this... individual?” 

Sskeer hissed, his voice even more 
sibilant than usual. 

“Of course,” Vane cut in with a 
cheeky grin before she could answer. 
“We'te old—” 

“Friends,” Velko cut in quickly not 


knowing what secrets Vane was about to 
spill in front of the Jedi. 

Vane pursed his lips. “More than that, 
I'd say.” 

“We fought together,” she explained, 
ignoring him. “During the civil war on 
my homeworld.” 

Sskeer appraised the Vuman with 
distrust. “He is not Soikan.” 

“And you are a very observant 
man... I mean, lizard... I mean... 
what do I call you?” 

“Jedi,” came the rumbled reply. 

Vane chuckled, utterly oblivious 
to either Sskeer’s frustration or Velko’s 
mortification. “I suppose I used to be 
a... soldier of fortune.” 

Sskeer’s lip curled to show a row of 
sharp teeth. “A mercenary.” 

“But not anymore,” Vane told him. 
“Now I am a humble trader, along with 
Crune over there.” He nodded to a 
nervous-looking Peasle who was trying 
her best to seal the crates that Sskeer had 
been investigating. Velko couldn’t blame 
the little insectoid for being skittish. 


genius. Just look at these?” 

He rummaged in the crate and 
produced a model of a spacecraft that 
was both familiar and almost comically 
wrong. 

“A Jedi Vector?” Velko said. 

“Absolutely.” 

“A Jedi Vector with six wings.” 

Vane frowned at his merchandise. 
“How many are they supposed to have?” 
“Tt doesn’t matter if they have four, 

six, or seven hundred,” Sskeer growled. 
“They are not being sold on this station.” 

“But why?” Vane asked, throwing 
his arms wide to take in the entire bay. 
“Look at this place. People come here 
from all over the Outer Rim, and why?” 

“For help,” the Transdoshan told him. 

“Wrong.” Sarpo actually went so far 
as to prod Sskeer in the middle of his 
barrel chest. “To see you all. To see the 
Jedi! And what better than to take a 
souvenir of their trip away with them. In 
fact, I’m sure my snaggletoothed friend 
could whip up a quick statue of you. Folk 
would go crazy for that. Seriously, they 


ceramic receptacle on the table in front 
of her, the lopsided graphic of Starlight 
Beacon printed upside down. 

Vane took a sip of his ale. “It was 
worth a try. What is it with that guy 
anyway? I thought Jedi were supposed 
to be all one with the universe.” Vane 
illustrated his point by wiggling his long 
fingers in front of his face. “I thought he 
was going to rip my arms off.” 

“The least you mention arms, the 
better,” Velko said pointedly, rubbing the 
back of her neck. “Sskeer is... a special 
case. Under all that bluster he’s...” 

aves. 

She shook her head, looking up at the 
domed ceiling. “Actually I have no idea. 
Cantankerous? Surly?” 

“A pain in the—?” 

“Another drink?” Velko jumped at the 
sudden interruption from the waitress 
droid who had hovered up to them. 

“Not for me.” she said, before quickly 
adding: “And not for him either. We’re 
not staying.” 

Vane blew out air as the waitress 


VELKO STEPPED IN BETWEEN THEM AS THE TRANDOSHAN 
TOOK A DANGEROUS STEP TOWARDS THE TRADER. 
“MASTER SSKEER. LET ME DEAL WITH THIS.” 


Peasles were timid beings at the best of 
times, liable to roll up into a ball at the 
first sign of trouble. A disgruntled Jedi 
Master definitely counted as trouble. 

“What are these?” Velko said, 
reaching into the nearest crate and 
extracting a small plastic statuette. 

“They are an insult,” Sskeer informed 
her, looking as if he couldn’t decide 
whether to crush the offending item 
or boot it out of the nearest airlock. 

“They’re art,” Vane said, going to 
remove the statue from Velko’s grasp. 
She pulled it away sharply, turning it 
over in her hands. The figure was of a 
woman with long blonde hair holding 
aloft a glowing sword, robes billowing 
behind her in the most melodramatic 
way possible. 

“Ts that supposed to be—?” 

“Jedi Master Avar Kriss,” Vane said 
proudly. “The Hero of Hetzal herself. 
Aren’t they great? I picked them up from 
the most talented Snivvian sculptor on 
Cadomai Prime. Seriously, the guy’s a 


would fly off the shelves.” 

Velko’s heart sank even lower 
as Vane glanced at Sskeer’s armored 
stump. “Should I get him to do one 
arm or two?” 

Stars alive! What was he thinking? 

Velko stepped in between them as 
the Trandoshan took a dangerous step 
towards the trader. “Master Sskeer. Let 
me deal with this.” 

The Jedi actually growled, deep in 
his throat. “I don’t want to see those 
things in any of the shops on any of the 
concourses. They are not to be sold on 
Starlight or anywhere else.” 

“Fine,” Vane said behind her. “I get 
it. No statues.” There was a pause and 
a rustle and Velko really didn’t want 
to turn around. “But what about a 
souvenir mug?” 


“What about a souvenir mug?’” 
Velko looked down at the cheap 


continued to the next table. “Spoilsport.” 

“You're lucky I didn’t order you off 
the station immediately.” 

“And miss the pleasure of my 
company?” Vane gave her his best smile. 
The same smile that had got her into 
all kinds of trouble in the past. “You 
wouldn’t do that, not after all this time.” 

She tried not to grin back. It was 
good to see him, and even better to get 
off her feet, taking the break that she 
had been promising herself for at least 
three work cycles. They’d come to Unity, 
Velko’s favorite tapbar on the station, 

a bustling watering hole at the foot of 
the merchant’s tower. Nurse Okana had 
introduced her to the place not long after 
Velko had first arrived, and it was a good 
alternative to the bars frequented by 
Republic staff, meaning they could relax 
without being bothered about work. At 
least that was the idea. It had been weeks 
since Velko first tasted what had swiftly 
become her favorite drink, a Teralov 
Thruster garnished with fresh olap from 
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the station’s bio-gardens, an admittedly 
flamboyant drink that Vane was now 
regarding with some amusement. 

“What would your squad say if they 
saw you with that?” 

Velko took another sip. “They’d 
probably charge me for desertion. Only 
gagic rum for Soikan’s finest.” 

The way he was looking at her made 
her flush all over again. “You happy 
here, Vel?” 

She nodded. “Of course.” 

“You look tired.” 

“And you look more colorful than 
ever,” she said, pointing at the blue 
lines on his face. “I thought you weren’t 
getting any more tattoos.” 

His smile faltered for a second as 
he rubbed his patterned cheek. “You 
know me. | always like to stand out in 
a crowd.” She was about to ask if he was 
okay, when he steered the conversation 
back to her. “I’m just surprised to see you 
here of all places. Wearing that uniform, 
playing diplomat with Jedi.” 

“Y’m doing a lot more than that.” 
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like this...” 

Velko frowned. She could always tell 
when Vane wasn’t telling the truth... or 
when he was distracted. As he spoke, his 
gaze flicked over her shoulder, looking 
intently at something—or someone— 
behind her. 

She turned to see a stunning female 
Zeltron sitting at the bar next to a 
massive Houk who was only slightly less 
imposing than Sskeer. The Zeltron was 
looking back. 

Velko put down her drink, shaking 
her head. How could she have been so 
stupid? Vane’s wardrobe had changed 
but his habits obviously hadn't... or his 
wandering eyes. Once a player, always 
a player. 

She stood, straightening her tunic 
with a sharp tug. “I should have left you 
to Sskeer. I’d clear out if I were you.” 

His attention snapped back to her. 
“SOT 

“Your ship...” 

“The Rapscallion’s Heart.” 

“T think you'll find the docking 


no-strings-attached whatever-it-was- 
they-had suited her fine. So why react so 
badly now? She must have been more 
exhausted than she thought. 

Thankfully the logs showed that the 
Rapscallion’s Heart hadn’t departed yet. 
The least she could do was apologize. 
But when she arrived back in Hangar 
Bay Four Vane Sarpo wasn’t alone. She’d 
half-expected to find the Zeltron with 
him, but not the Houk who was peering 
into one of the crates. That was until he 
spotted Velko making her way through 
the docked ships, and slammed the lid 
shut, the sudden noise shocking Clune 
so much she immediately curled into 
a ball. 

“Velko!” Vane exclaimed, a little too 
loud, raising his hands as if to ward her 
off. “I’m leaving. I promise. I just...” 

His words trailed off and Velko felt a 
tug in her stomach, an instinct she had 
learned to trust not just about Vane, but 
anyone who wasn’t telling the truth. 

“Open the crate,” she commanded 
brusquely. 


VELKO FELT A TUG IN HER STOMACH, AN INSTINCT SHE 
HAD LEARNED TO TRUST NOT JUST ABOUT VANE, BUT 
ANYONE WHO WASN’T TELLING THE TRUTH. 


“T don’t doubt it, but... after 
everything we went through on the 
fields of Dionas, don’t you want to see 
the galaxy rather than being holed up 
in one place?” 

At first Velko didn’t know what to 
say, but once she started to answer the 
words didn’t stop coming. “This feels 
like it matters you know, the work we’re 
doing here, especially since Valo. People 
are looking to Starlight for help, not just 
because of the Jedi, but because we offer 
certainty in an increasingly uncertain 
galaxy. You know what it’s like out there 
at the moment, Vane. People are scared, 
really scared, for the first time in years.” 

“T get that, but why you, Velko? Is 
this really what you want to—” 

He cut off sharply, wincing in pain, 
his hand going to his forehead. 

“Vane?” 

He forced an embarrassed smile. 
“Sorry...” he said, rubbing his temple. 
“Headache. Must be the light in here. It’s 
been a while since I’ve been in a place 
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permit has just elapsed.” 

“You're joking?” 

“Tt should only take you thirty 
minutes to disembark. Twenty if 
you hurry.” 

“What? Wait... Vel!” 

But Velko was already walking. 
“That’s Administrator Jahen.” she 
snapped as Unity’s doors slid open 
and she stormed out. 


It took Velko most of the twenty 
minutes she’d given Vane to calm down, 
and then only a couple of seconds for 
the shame to sink in. What had she been 
thinking? Revoking the man’s docking 
privileges because he was making eyes 
at a pretty Zeltron? Vane had always 
been one for the ladies, even back when 
they were on the front line. She hadn’t 
minded then. Liked it even. The last 
thing she’d needed was a relationship in 
the middle of a warzone, so their casual, 


“There’s no need,” Vane said. “My 
friend here was just looking to see if he 
wanted to take any of the merch off my 
hands, but as your pal Sskeer pointed 
out, they’re rubbish.” 

“Yeah,” the Houk muttered, making 
to hurry off. “Load of old tat.” 

Something wasn’t right. Velko lunged 
at the nearest crate, yanking off the lid. 

“Vel, don’t!” 

Now the Houk was all but running, 
but for what reason? A crate of tacky 
Jedi merchandise? That didn’t make 
any sense... unless... 

Velko reached into the case, grabbing 
hold of the top tray of statuettes. It came 
away easily, revealing more knickknacks 
below. She threw the tray aside, the 
plastic ornaments clattering on the 
deck as she reached for the next layer. 
This time Vane didn’t try to stop her. 
Instead he scooped up Clune and raced 
for the Rapscallion’s ramp, Velko gasping 
when she saw what was hiding beneath 
the souvenirs. 


“Vane! Stop right there!” 

Vane didn’t listen, as he went 
charging up the ramp. With a grunt of 
exertion, Velko threw the tray, cheap 
statuettes flying everywhere as it landed 
at Vane’s feet. The Vuman stumbled, 
Clune rolling from his hands as he fell. 
Velko was on him in an instant, twisting 
his arm so he couldn’t escape. 

“What have you done?” she hissed as 
he struggled. 

“More than any of us expected,” 
hissed a voice from behind. 

It was Sskeer, lightsaber burning as he 
led the now-cuffed Houk back towards 
them, Ghal Tarpfen at his side. 

“Sskeer did some digging,” the Mon 
Cal said as Velko pulled Vane back to 
his feet. “Turns out the RDC has been 
watching the Rapscallion’s Heart for 
some time.” 

“I can explain,” Vane said, no longer 
struggling in Velko’s grip. 

“Yeah?” Velko said, shoving him 
towards the open crate. “Maybe you can 
start with those.” 

She barged him into the container so 
he was forced to look down at the racks 
of blasters that had been hidden under 
the souvenirs. 

“That's simple,” hissed Sskeer, fixing 
Vane with a glare. “Your friend has been 
running weapons... for the Nihil.” 


TO BE CONTINUED... 


+ 


EXCLUSIVE FICTION 


STAR WARS INSIDER / 79 


® 


